This paper presents a simple forecasting model for state-level presidential outcomes, based on statewide preference polls and a lagged vote variable. The analysis illustrates two important points. First, the candidate who is leading in a state in September usually goes on to win that state in the November election. Second, the combination of pre-election preference polls and a lagged dependent variable generates highly accurate estimates of presidential election outcomes in the states. The limits of using statewide preference polls are also discussed.
Introduction
outcomes. Specifically, state-level presidential preference polls may provide a useful instrument for While the media and campaign organizations have forecasting the outcomes of the presidential contests been using scientific polling for several decades, in the states. there has been a real explosion in the number of The enterprise of forecasting elections has been public opinion polls used by the media in the last around since the early work of Bean (1948) and several years (Ladd and Benson, 1992) . This infound renewed contemporary interest beginning with crease in the use of public opinion polls is most the work of Kramer (1971) and Tufte (1978) . noticeable during presidential campaigns, as media Although election forecasting is not without its organizations tend to focus on the ''horse race '' critics (Beck, 1992; Greene, 1993) , it has gained aspect of the campaign. While most of the media's fairly wide acceptance as a legitimate academic 1 attention is on the national race and national poll endeavor. With few exceptions, forecasting studies results, the use of state polls has also become have focused on the national presidential outcome. increasingly common during presidential campaigns.
Campbell (1992) and Rosenstone (1983) , however, Although these state polls are most often used to developed forecasting models for presidential outgive residents a glimpse of how the race is unfolding within the state, they also present a real opportunity to scholars who are interested in forecasting election 
State polls and election outcomes
No doubt, the poorer performance of earlier polls in 1992 is due to
In this analysis, results from the state polls taken Ross Perot's renewed candidacy in October, which occurred after in September are used to predict the November the August and September polls. are categorized, based on the September poll results, impact on Clinton's standing, and one (North into three groups: those in which the Republican Carolina) was lost by less than a percentage point. In candidate was ahead in the polls, those in which the 1996, the candidates won 33 of the 34 states (97%) Clinton was ahead in the polls, and those in which in which they held a significant lead in the Septhe outcome was within the margin of error of the tember polls. ance of the polls in 1992 is no doubt due to Perot's To the extent that the prior vote variable is signifirenewed candidacy during the month of October.
cant when it is in the same equation as the SepSince the polls were all conducted in September, tember poll result, it could indicate that the party they had no way of taking into account the impact of faithful, who may have flirted with other candidates Perot's candidacy on the allocation of votes to the early in the fall, return home by election day. major party candidates.
The OLS regression analysis of the model, presented in Table 2 party vote going to the Democratic candidate in the 92% were predicted correctly in 1996. The full previous two presidential elections. The use of the model also indicates that the September polls were lagged vote variable is necessary to control for trends more strongly related to election outcomes in 1996 in party support that may not be reflected in the than in 1992. September polls. In addition to controlling for longer One of the drawbacks of the analysis in Table 2 is term voting trends, this variable also serves other 7 useful functions. First, it provides a benchmark These predictions are made on the basis of point estimates and against which the impact of the September polls can do not take confidence intervals into account. Note: The dependent variable is Clinton's share of the two-party state outcome, Prior Vote is the average Democratic share of the state presidential vote in the previous two elections, and September Polls is the average of all polls taken in the state during September of the election year. Coefficients are unstandardized, and the standard error of the coefficient is in parentheses. The standard error of the model is based on the error in out-of-sample predictions. *P,0.01.
that there are slight differences in the coefficients for it is not possible to know what is unique about a given year until after the election. For that reason, the two years. This is not terribly important for we feel it is preferable to incur slightly more error understanding the general impact of the model on the and use the more general model in the second dependent variable but it does have important implicolumn of Table 3 , which excludes the dummy cations for using the model for forecasting outcomes.
variable. The general model indicates a strong inSuppose, for instance, that one wanted to use these fluence from both independent variables, although results to forecast the state-level outcomes for the the September poll variable is somewhat more 2000 election. With two different sets of coefficients important than prior vote. Both variables, together, it would not be possible to apply this model to 2000. once again provide highly accurate projections of the Even applying the most recent results (1996) would eventual outcome, although the level of accuracy is be unwise, since it is clear that the coefficients vary somewhat stronger in 1996 than in 1992. from year to year.
The analysis in Table 3 Note: All variables are the same as those used in Table 2 , with the
